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OUR LITTLE WAR WITH CHINA. 

SOME HITHERTO UNWRITTEN HISTORY. 

BY REAR-ADMIRAL PEIRCE CROSBT, U. S. N. 



A few books on religion thrust into the hands of a young, 
fanatical, and impulsive man once came near causing the dismem- 
berment of a great empire, and actually brought about a grave 
difficulty between that country and our own. 

In 1850, affairs in China, especially along the seacoast, were in 
a bad condition. The country had then hardly recovered from the 
exhaustion and expense of the opium war with England, pirates 
ravaged its borders and rivers, and the reign of the young Em- 
peror Tau Kwang was ushered in by widespread famine and pesti- 
lence. In addition to this, the sentiment of the people was 
especially bitter against foreigners, whom they considered respon- 
sible for the introduction of missionaries, the opium traffic, and 
other things which they had been brought to place in the same 
category as horrid evils, and the Emperor was regarded with dis- 
like and suspicion on account of his inability to resume again 
the inviolate exclusiveness which had once characterized the 
Celestial Empire. Unable to conciliate or help his subjects, the 
young man at last retired to his palaces and passed a life of idle- 
ness and pleasure, leaving the offices of the government in 
hands that were unskilful and corrupt. The natural se- 
quence of this was that the land was abandoned to misery 
and vice, a condition that had often in Europe paved the 
way for great social reformations. In this case the reformer 
was a remarkable man named Hung Sew-tsuen, then less than 
forty, who had, in his twentieth year, gone to present himself at 
an annual examination at Canton, and there fallen under the 
influence of Lenng A-fah, a preacher and colporteur, who had 
put into his hands a number of books compiled from or explana- 
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tory of the Scriptures. At first these books had little effect on 
the young man, and his reading thereof was careless and super- 
ficial ; but in 1847 a friend urged them again upon his attention, 
and together the two made an exhaustive study of the principles 
of Christianity. Their idolatrous early education made it impos- 
sible for them to clearly understand all that was before them, but, 
bearing in mind the horrors of the time and the advantages of a 
strict moral discipline for the suffering people, they became fired 
with religious enthusiasm and began to preach the creed as they 
understood it. Converts were widely made, the attempts at 
oppression were firmly and successfully resisted, and finally, with 
numbers growing continually, they were encouraged to attack 
and destroy the temples and priests of idolatry wherever found. 
The Emperor, becoming alarmed, despatched a body of 
Imperial troops against them, but these were defeated with 
slaughter in 1850", and the " Tai-ping Rebellion " gained head. 
The rebels started off on a mai*ch of conquest, subdued the prov- 
inces of Kwang-si and No-nan, and, in March, 1853, took the 
flourishing city of Nanking. Up to this time their discipline had 
been thorough and valuable. Their punishment of crime was 
swift and severe. But now it became evident that there was too 
much political corruption, haughty fanaticism, and heathenism 
mixed with their efforts at Christianity. 

The world had been thrilled with the news that came from 
Nanking of this wonderful movement, begun, officered, and 
led by "heathen from the wilderness." It seemed as if anew 
nation had been born and as if the prophecies of Isaiah were 
about to be realized. Now the tide turned ; their discipline grew 
lax ; a campaign against Peking failed ; they were expelled from 
the neighborhood of Shanghai and Ningpo, and their forces were 
scattered and demoralized. The last sad scene of all the bright 
promise they had given was in 1864, when the remnant of their 
host was defeated and' butchered, and Hung Sew-tsuen died by 
his own hand in the hour of the destruction of all his hopes. 

It was at Shanghai, in 1854, that our little difficulty occurred. 
At this time the rebels'were in full force in the vicinity, and 
twenty thousand of the best drilled and most experienced of the 
imperial troops occupied a race-course near the city, fortifying it 
and using it as a camp, whence they made frequent sallies against 
the rebels. At the mouth of the river was a fleet of war junks and 
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other vessels, under the command of Admiral Ho, of the Imperial 
Navy, while higher up by their respective consulates were two 
English men-of-war and the U. S. S. "Portsmouth," commanded 
by Captain John Kelly, of our own service. 

The opium smuggling which had occasioned so much embar- 
rassment to the Chinese Government was now going on about as 
usual, and Admiral Ho and the civil authorities on shore were 
doing all in their power to put a stop to the illegal traffic. The 
presence of rebels and the assistance furtively given them at 
times by foreign merchantmen, together with the intense hatred 
of the Chinese toward foreigners, made the authorities very arbi- 
trary, and some of their actions were not only unjust, but beyond 
the proper scope of their powers. Everything was done to annoy 
the English and American boats as they passed between the ships 
and the shore, and several times the foreign quarter of Shanghai 
was invaded by bands of ruffians, composed of hangers-on of the 
imperial camp and sometimes of the soldiers themselves. This 
spirit of rancor and the lack of protection afforded aliens by the 
native powers at last roused the foreign consuls to meet together 
and take measures among themselves for the safety of their own 
and their fellow-citizens' interests. The Taoutae, or Governor, 
was accordingly informed that, as he could not protect the for- 
eigners, they would protect themselves, and the men of the com- 
munity armed themselves and stood ready for desperate emer- 
gencies. 

About this time Captain Kelly, of the " Portsmouth," was in- 
formed that a pilot-boat, manned by Chinese, but flying the flag 
of the United States, had been boarded by a boat from the Chi- 
nese man-of-war " H. Compton," the flag hauled down, and her 
crew taken on board that ship, made fast to the rigging by their 
long queues, and promised an early execution the next morning. 
Captain Kelly promptly despatched Lieutenant John Guest (who 
afterward distinguished himself in our Civil War) to inquire into 
the outrage and demand the proper reparation. Mr. Guest 
proceeded on his mission in a boat manned by eleven 
armed men, and boarded the "Compton" alone, having 
previously instructed his sailors to follow him at once should he 
give a certain signal. On finding the captain, Mr. Guest imper- 
atively demanded the release of the prisoners, inquired by what 
right they had been taken from a vessel flying the American flag, 
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and promised a strict investigation in regard to the hauling down 
of the flag itself. A few surly replies followed from the Chinese 
captain, and his followers began to handle their muskets and 
press toward the American officer, their fierce yellow faces gleam- 
ing with hatred and anger. Mr. G-uest promptly ordered his 
men on board, and, catching the captain by the collar presented 
his pistol at his head, and promised him instant death if a shot 
were fired. This settled the business, and Mr. Guest returned to 
the " Portsmouth " with the pilot-boat and her crew. 

The next day Captain Kelly had an interview with our Con- 
sul and informed him that he must demand reparation for the 
insult to the flag, and that the imperial Chinese ship " Compton" 
should be required to hoist the American flag at the fore royal 
masthead and fire a salute in open day. In about two weeks the 
Consul wrote to Captain Kelly announcing that the Governor 
would not answer his communication except verbally, and that 
he (the Consul) therefore referred the matter to Captain Kelly's 
attention. The "Portsmouth" at once got under way and 
dropped down among the whole Chinese fleet with the intention 
of capturing the " Compton " ; but before any demonstration was 
made the captain of that ship came on board the " Portsmouth " 
and announced that he had orders from the Governor to make 
any reparation that Captain Kelly desired . That officer responded 
that if his previous demand were not complied with he would 
either capture or sink the "Compton" in the midst of her con- 
sorts. The salute was fired the next day. 

This episode so exasperated the Chinese that from this time 
forward the imperial troops kept constantly annoying the for- 
eigners, who were in the habit of taking their afternoon walks 
and rides out on the race-course. The Governor was again ap- 
pealed to by the consuls, but they were informed that it was not 
the regular troops that committed these acts, but a troop of camp 
followers, and that the Chinese Government had no authority in 
the matter. Things continued as before, getting worse daily, 
until finally a body of the imperialists attacked'a gentleman and 
lady, wounding the gentleman in seven places and forcing the 
lady to fly for her life, pelting her with bricks and mud as she 
ran. Other foreigners were fired on and attacked at the same 
time, and a small guard of English marines who turned out to 
the assistance of the fugitives were being roughly handled, when 
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Captain Kelly, hearing of the occurrence, landed a force of 
armed sailors and the marauders were driven hack to their camps. 
Captain Kelly then attacked them again, and, being heavily rein- 
forced by the English marines and soldiery and a body of militia 
hastily recruited among the Americans in the colony, captured 
and burned the nearest camp. 

The next day the consuls officially notified the Chinese au- 
thorities of what had occurred, and informed them that if all the 
camps in the vicinity of the race-course were not evacuated by 4 p. 
m. of that day they would be captured and burned to insure the 
safety of the foreign residents. Eeply was promptly made that 
the camps in question were occupied by 20,000 Imperial troops 
and it would be well for the foreigners to reflect before undertak- 
ing desperate measures. "Accordingly," says Captain Kelly, in 
one of his letters, with a delightful simplicity which is worthy of 
comment, " we landed at three o'clock, the English numbering 
200 sailors and 50 volunteers and the American force consisting 
of 75 seamen and 25 armed American residents." 

The English and American commanders then went forward 
to reconnoiter, accompanied by their respective consuls. After 
they had made a careful examination of the work before them, 
Captain Kelly proposed that they should attack in separate 
bodies, the English advancing by the right, and the Americans 
by the left flank. At this time Captain Kelly was joined by 
thirty armed American merchant sailors who placed themselves 
under his command. Captain Kelly's proposal being agreed to by 
the English commander, Captain O'Callahan, the little party took 
up its position within 200 yards of the imperial batteries. 

The Americans had brought two light fieldpieces with them, 
and at 4 p. m. precisely these began throwing shells into the 
camp, an example which was soon followed by Captain O'Cal- 
lahan, who opened a sharp fire of musketry. No return being 
made from the enemy's battery, Captain Kelly ceased firing and 
ordered a charge. The English again followed his example, and 
when the allies came within fifty yards the Chinese opened 
fire. The first volley killed one and wounded four of the Amer- 
icans, but the gallant little party advanced so steadily and kept 
up so accurate and incessant a fire that on their quickening their 
pace and advancing right up to the breastworks the Chinese broke 
and fled in disorder. The volunteers, now fearing that they 
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would be too late to participate in the victory, left their guns 
and went rushing to the assault. Seeing the Americans without 
the protection of their fieldpieces, the enemy again opened a heayy 
fire and forced them to retire to the shelter of the guns. 

At this juncture Lieutenant G-uest was ordered to make a flank 
movement with the "Plymouth's" men and reach the camp under 
cover of some mounds on the left, while the howitzers fired grape, 
from their position, on the course, which was still swept by the 
fire from the camps and embankment. Lieutenant Guest's party 
quickly reached the mounds, and their fire put the imperialists 
again to flight, but the ditch being found impassable, the camp 
could not be entered until reached by the English, who, having 
gallantly taken the position before them, fired the part which the 
Americans had deprived of its defenders. 

Captain Kelly now moved his force to the north end of the 
course to hold in check any body which might advance from the 
Soo Chow camp and so cut off the return of the English, who 
were compelled to march the length of a little stream before they 
could regain the course. His arrival was in good time, for he at 
once descried the banners of a large party advancing to the path 
by which O'Callahan must retreat. The guns opened again, and 
with such effect that the enemy retreated without getting within 
musket range, and the conflict was over, although large shot from 
the war junks in the river now began to whir over the heads of 
the attacking party and plough up the ground at their feet. 

One of the American gentlemen who comprised the volunteer 
force which served the guns, writes in regard to this occasion : 

" So far as so raw a recruit as myself could judge, the volunteers showed 
under Are the courage of old soldiers, but we all conceived an especial ad- 
miration for the gold-banded gentry, as we saw the indifference with which 
Captain Kelly and his officers walked about when the pattering upon the 
earth and the whistling in the air showed that nearly every square foot had 
its bullet." 

Captain John Kelly was a capital seaman, but a quiet, peace- 
able, harmless appearing gentleman, and few meeting him in or- 
dinary life would have suspected him of having been one of the 
leaders in so gallant and desperate an exploit as this, where less 
than four hundred men routed and destroyed the fortified camp 
of twenty thousand trained, hardened, and well-equipped soldiery. 

Peiecb Crosby. 



